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(57) ABSTRACT 

An imaging system for achieving enhanced image detail 
includes a sensor subsystem, an electronic image processing 
subsystem, and an automatic gain control (AGQ unit. The 
sensor unit is operative for sensing an image received from 
an exterior environment and for converting the image to an 
electrical representation having a peak value that is related 
to the dynamic range of the image. The electrical represen- 
tation is then processed in the electronic image processing 
subsystem using a unique multiple order, non-linear transfer 
function that processes the signal in a manner that is 
dependent upon the dynamic range of the input image. The 
output signal of the electronic image processing subsystem 
is then applied to the AGC unit which performs a conven- 
tional AGC function on the signal. Thus, the imaging system 
automatically adjusts to changing scene content in the input 
image in a dynamic manner. 

23 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets 
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ELECTRONIC IMAGE PROCESSING 
TECHNIQUE FOR ACHIEVING ENHANCED 
IMAGE DETAIL 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates generally to imaging systems and, 
more particularly, to techniques for processing image signals 
in an imaging system, ^ 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Since the advent of low light imaging, concerns have 
centered on the ability to enhance or stretch low light level 
details within a single image frame while preserving higher J5 
light level information within the same image. In the past, 
fixed, non-linear routines were used that amplified the low 
level signal detail to a greater extent than the higher level 
signal detail. These fixed algorithms provide some degree of 
image enhancement, primarily in the low light portions of 2Q 
the image, but are not capable of dynamically adjusting to 
changing scene content (e.g., changes in the relative amount 
of light and dark content). In addition, these prior systems 
often use a "first order" correction function (e.g., a gamma 
function) that seriously compresses the high light level 25 
detail, thus reducing contrast in the image. Other prior art 
systems have used a feedback approach to enhance signal 
quality by feeding back a signal from the signal processing 
circuitry to the image sensor circuitry for use in adjusting the 
sensor settings based on image content. While such feedback 3Q 
systems can improve signal quality significantly, the delays 
caused by the feedback loop often result in slow, choppy 
video operation characterized by frequent blankouts and the 
like. 

Therefore, there is a need for a method and apparatus for 35 
enhancing low intensity detail in an electronic image signal 
without adversely effecting the high intensity detail of the 
image. Preferably, the method and apparatus will be capable 
of enhancing both the low and the high intensity detail. In 
addition, there is a need for a method and apparatus for 40 
processing an image signal that is capable of automatically 
adjusting to changes in scene content without the use of 
signal feedback techniques. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

45 

The present invention relates to an image processing 
technique that is capable of enhancing both high and low 
level detail in an image signal simultaneously. In addition, 
the image processing technique automatically adjusts the 
type of processing applied to the image signal based on the 50 
content (i.e., the dynamic range) of the input image. The 
processing technique of the present invention is particularly 
suited for use in low-light-level imaging systems where a 
typical scene includes a large amount oflow intensity detail. 
Occasionally, a low-light-level scene will have one or more 55 
high intensity point sources of light (e.g., headlights on an 
automobile) that significantly increase the overall dynamic 
range of the scene, but which add relatively little mid- 
intensity detail to the scene. The principles of the present 
invention allow such low light level scenes to be processed 60 
in a manner that enhances both the low light level detail and 
the high light level detail (when present) at the expense of 
the middle level portions of the scene. In addition, the type 
of processing that is applied to the input image will auto- 
matically adjust as the dynamic range of the scene varies 65 
(e.g., as point sources of light appear and disappear from the 
scene). This automatic adjustment is achieved without the 
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use of feedback between the processing circuitry and the 
sensing circuitry, thus avoiding the problems often associ- 
ated with such feedback techniques. 

A sensor subsystem is provided that senses an external 
image and converts the image to an electrical representation 
having a peak value that is indicative of the dynamic range 
of the image. The electrical image signal is then applied to 
an electronic image processing subsystem having a unique 
multiple order, non-linear transfer function. The transfer 
function of the electronic image processing subsystem 
includes a first portion for modifying low level components 
of the image signal using gains in a first gain range, a second 
portion for modifying medium level components of the 
image signal using gains in a second gain range, and a third 
portion for modifying high level components of the image 
signal using gains in a third gain range. Both the first and 
third gain range are higher than the second gain range so that 
high and low level components in the image signal are 
expanded while medium level components are compressed. 
The multiple order, non-linear transfer function of the elec- 
tronic image processing subsystem can be implemented 
using either analog or digital circuitry. 

Because the sensor subsystem outputs an image signal 
having a peak value that is indicative of the dynamic range 
of the image, the type of processing that is applied using the 
transfer function of the electronic image processing sub- 
system will automatically adjust to the dynamic range of the 
image. That is, low dynamic range signals will be processed 
solely by the first portion of the transfer function, medium 
dynamic range signals will be processed by both the first and 
second portions of the transfer function, and high dynamic 
range signals will be processed using all three portions of the 
transfer function. Thus, the third portion of the transfer 
function will only be used when the difference between the 
lowest level detail and the highest level detail in the scene 
exceeds a predetermined value (e.g., a low light level scene 
with one or more point sources of light). 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the first and 
second portions of the transfer function utilize a non-linear 
transfer characteristic that provides elevated gain to lower 
level input signal components while providing a more 
compressed gain as input levels rise. The third portion of the 
transfer function utilizes a linear transfer characteristic that 
provides a relatively large linear gain to the high level input 
signal components. This transfer function can be generated, 
for example, using a log amplifier, a linear amplifier, and a 
selection unit. The log amplifier and the linear amplifier each 
receive the electronic image signal from the sensor sub- 
system and amplify the signal according to respective trans- 
fer profiles. The selection unit then selects the larger of the 
output signals from the two amplifiers to generate the output 
signal of the electronic image processing subsystem. By 
properly selecting the gain characteristics of the two 
amplifiers, an overall transfer function can be generated that 
has the desired shape. 

The output of the electronic image processing subsystem 
is applied to an automatic gain control (AGC) unit that 
modifies the signal so that a peak amplitude of the signal 
assumes a predetermined value. Preferably, the AGC unit 
will be a linear device that applies equal gain to all input 
signal levels. The output image signal of the AGC unit is 
delivered to a storage/display unit for storage and/or display. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an imaging system 
in accordance with one embodiment of the present inven- 
tion; 
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FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating analog circuitry for 
use within the electronic image processing subsystem of 
FIG. 1 in one embodiment of the present invention; 

FIGS. 3-5 are graphs illustrating transfer functions of 
elements within the analog circuitry of FIG. 2; 

FIG. 6 is an expanded view of the transfer function of 
FIG. 5; and 

FIGS. 7-9 are waveform diagrams illustrating the con- 
version of electronic image signals within the electronic 
image processing unit and automatic gain control unit of 
FIG. 1 for various input dynamic ranges in one embodiment 
of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

The present invention relates to an image processing 
technique for use in an imaging system. The technique 
utilizes a unique multiple order, non-linear transfer function 
to enhance the detail in a captured image. The transfer 
function is capable of expanding both low level and high 
level detail within a scene simultaneously while compress- 
ing middle level detail in the same scene. The technique is 
capable of adjusting the type of processing that is applied to 
an image signal based on the dynamic range of the corre- 
sponding image. In this manner, optimal image enhance- 
ment can be achieved dynamically as the a content of the 
input image changes. In addition, the technique does not 
require the use of feedback between the image processing 
circuitry and the image sensor circuitry to achieve its 
dynamic qualities. The technique can be used in virtually 
any imaging system, although it is particularly beneficial 
when used in low light level imaging systems. 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an imaging system 
10 in accordance with one embodiment of the present 
invention. The imaging system 10 can be part of, for 
example, a still or video camera system for recording and/or 
displaying one or more images sensed from an exterior 
environment. As illustrated, the imaging system 10 includes: 



lates charge at a rate proportional to the intensity of light 
incident upon the charge well. After an "integration period" 
of charge accumulation has ended, the charge in each of the 
charge wells is shifted out of the CCD in a serial row-by-row 
5 manner. The resulting signal is thus an electrical represen- 
tation of the original light image. In a video system, the 
process of accumulating and shifting charge is repeated 
continuously at a predetermined video rate. 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the sensor 
10 subsystem 12 includes, in addition to the sensor device 
itself, means for enhancing the dynamic range of the cap- 
tured light image during the sensing process. For example, 
techniques such as those disclosed in U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/241,981 ('981), filed on Feb. 2, 1999 and 
assigned to the same assignee as the present application, can 
be used to enhance the dynamic range of the captured image. 
In the '981 application, a technique is disclosed wherein 
both the well depth of the charge wells in the CCD and the 
nominal intensity of the input light image that reaches the 
CCD are varied in a predetermined manner during the 
integration period of the CCD to increase the dynamic range 
of the resulting signal. This technique is particularly ben- 
eficial in low Light level imaging systems. In a similar but 
less complex technique, just the well depth is varied during 
the integration period. In addition to these techniques, any of 
a plurality of other techniques can be utilized to enhance 
dynamic range in the sensor subsystem 12. Although sensor- 
based dynamic range enhancement techniques will generally 
improve the overall performance of the imaging system 10, 
it should be appreciated that such techniques are not 
required to achieve image enhancement in accordance with 
the present invention. 

In accordance with the present invention, the electrical 
image signal 22 output by the sensor subsystem 12 will have 
a peak amplitude that is indicative of the dynamic range of 
the input image currently being sensed. That is, if the current 
input image 20 has a low dynamic range, the peak amplitude 
of the output signal 22 of the sensor subsystem 12 will be 
relatively low. Similarly, if the input image 20 has a high 
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a sensor subsystem 12, an electronic image processing 40 dynamic range, the peak amplitude of the output signal 22 



subsystem 14, an automatic gain control (AGC) unit 16, and 
a storage/display unit 18. The sensor subsystem 12 receives 
a light image 20 at an input thereof and coverts the light 
image 20 to an electrical image signal 22. The electrical 
image signal 22 is then delivered to the electronic image 
processing subsystem 14 which processes the electrical 
image signal 22 to enhance the detail of the signal in a 
predetermined manner. The electronic image processing 
subsystem 14 then outputs an enhanced electrical image 
signal 24 that is delivered to the AGC unit 16 for amplitude 
adjustment. The AGC unit 16 modifies the enhanced elec- 
trical image signal 24 so that a peak amplitude of the signal 
24 assumes a predetermined level. The AGC unit 16 then 
outputs a final electrical image signal 26 to the storage/ 
display unit 18 for storage and/or display. The storage/ 
display unit 18 can include any storage and/or display device 
that is capable of storing or displaying the final electrical 
image signal 26 output by the AGC 16. 
The sensor subsystem 12 can include virtually any form 
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50 



55 



will be relatively high. As will be described in greater detail, 
this feature of the sensor subsystem 12 contributes to the 
"dynamic" nature of the present invention. In a preferred 
approach, the sensor subsystem 12 will include functionality 
for maintaining a constant average output signal level 
regardless of the makeup of the input image. For example, 
the sensor subsystem 12 can include a light level control 
system, such as a variable iris or light integration control, for 
performing this function. 

As described above, the electronic image processing 
subsystem 14 processes the electrical image signal 22 output 
by the sensor subsystem 12 to enhance the detail or contrast 
within the signal. The electronic image processing sub- 
system 14 can utilize either analog or digital processing 
techniques to achieve its processing function. I n one 
embodiment, for example, the electrical image signal 22 
received by the electroni c image processing subsystem 14ls 
"a dlgildl signal. lu Mien an embodiment, the electronic image 
pfocessTBg^tEbsystem 14 will generally include at least one 



of sensor device that is capable of capturing an input image 60 digital processing device for processing the digital output 



and converting the image into an electrical representation. 
For example, the sensor subsystem 12 can include a charge 
coupled device (CCD) for performing the sensing function. 
As is well known, a CCD is a semiconductor device having 
an array of charge wells (e.g., MOS capacitors) arranged on 
a substrate. During operation, a light image is projected onto 
the charge wells and each of the charge wells then accumu- 



65 



signal of the sensor subsystem 12. For example, the elec- 
tronic image processing subsystem 14 can include a general 
purpose microprocessor (GPP), a digital signal processor 
(DSP), a reduced instruction set computer (RISC), a com- 
plex instruction set computer (CISC), a digital field pro- 
grammable gate array (FPGA), and/or an application spe- 
cific integrated circuit (ASIC) device. Other digital 
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processing devices are also possible. In an alternate amplifier 34 and a linear portion 50 that corresponds to a 

embodiment, the electrical image signal 22 received from region where the output of the linear amplifier 34 is greater 

the sensor subsystem 12 is an analog electrical signal. In then the output of the log amplifier 32. The overall result is 

such an embodiment, the electronic image processing sub- a transfer function 46 that is capable of enhancing both high 

system 14 can include analog circuitry for performing the 5 and low level detail in high dynamic range signals while 

processing function or ad A/D converter can be used at the compressing middle level signals in the same image, 

input of the unit 14 to convert the analog input signal to a FIG. 6 is an expanded view of the transfer function 46 of 

digital representation that can then be digitally processed as FIG. 5. As shown, the transfer function 46 is characterized 

described above. as having three distinct regions A, B, and C, each corre- 

The electrical image processing subsystem 14 applies a 10 sponding to a different input image intensity range. That is, 

multi-order, non-linear transfer function to the electrical the first region A operates upon low level components of an 

image signal 22, the overall effect of which depends upon input signal, the second region B operates upon medium 

the dyjaaffli&jarjge of the input image 20. That is, low level components of the input signal, and the third region C 

dynamic range images will be processed differently from operates upon high level components of the input signal. As 

medium dynamic range images which will be processed 15 shown, the first region A of the transfer function 46 is 

differently from high dynamic range images. Significantly, characterized by a relatively high, approximately linear gain 

the change in processing profile occurs automatically with as evidenced by the relatively large slope of the transfer 

changes in signal content without the need for time con- function 46 in this region. This high gain is operative for 

siiming image feedback to vary the profile. Thus, scenes that stretching the low level signals so that an enhanced contrast 

include predominantly low intensity detail will generally be 2 o is achieved for the low level detail in the image. The second 

stretched to increase contrast within the resulting image region B is characterized by a lower, non-linear gain as 

signal as much as possible. Scenes with both low and evidenced by the decreased slope of the transfer function 46 

medium level detail will be enhanced so that the low level in region B. Thus, the mid-level signal components will be 

detail is enhanced to a greater extent than the medium level compressed with respect to the low level components. The 

detail. High dynamic range signals having both low intensity 2 s mu ~d region C provides a relatively high, linear gain as 

detail as well as regions of high intensity (e.g., point sources indicated by the slope of the linear portion 50 of the transfer 

of light) will be stretched at both the high and low function 46. This linear gain will stretch the high level 

intensities, while medium intensity portions of the signal signals to achieve greater high level contrast in the resulting 

will be compressed. image signal. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating analog circuitry 30 30 Because the sensor subsystem 12 generates a signal 

that can be used for providing the multi-order, non-linear having a peak value that is indicative of the dynamic range 

transfer function in the electronic image processing sub- of the input image 20, the type of processing provided by the 

system 14. The circuitry 30 includes: a log amplifier 32, a electronic image processing subsystem 14 will vary based 

linear amplifier 34, and a selection device 36. The log upon the dynamic range of the input image. Significantly, 

amplifier 32 and the linear amplifier 34 each receive the 35 the processing will adjust automatically to changes in input 

electrical image signal 22 from the sensor subsystem 12 and dynamic range because images having different dynamic 

amplify the signal 22 according to a corresponding transfer ranges will utilize different percentages of the transfer 

function. The transfer function of the log amplifier 32 is a function 46. For example, a low dynamic range input signal 

non-linear function of input signal level while the transfer will be confined to region A of the transfer function 46 and 

function of the linear amplifier 34 is a linear function of 40 will thus experience a relatively large amount of gain which 

input signal level. The selection unit 36 receives the output will stretch the signal, thereby increasing the contrast within 

signals from the log amplifier 32 and the linear amplifier 34 the low level portions of the associated image. A medium 

and selects whichever one of the two signals is greater at any dynamic range signal will be processed by both region A and 

particular time to transfer to the output thereof. Thus, an region B of the transfer function 46 so that the medium level 

overall transfer function for the analog circuitry 30 is 45 signals are compressed with respect to the low level signals 

achieved that includes portions attributable to both the log in a manner similar to the well known gamma correction 

amplifier 32 and the linear amplifier 34 (i.e., both a non- function commonly used in imaging systems. A high 

linear and a linear portion). In the illustrated embodiment, dynamic range signal will be processed by all three regions 

the selection unit 36 is shown as a difference amplifier that A, B, and C of the transfer function 46, thus expanding both 

is connected as a gate so that the greater of two base voltages 50 the low and high level portions of the input signal while 

on the two transistors will appear across an output emitter compressing the medium level portions thereof. This third 

resistor R a to generate output signal 40. As will be apparent type of processing is ideal for enhancing images that include 

to a person of ordinary skill in the art, a number of a large amount of low level detail with a few high intensity 

alternative selection schemes can also be used. point sources of light. Thus, the overall processing profile 

FIGS. 3, 4, and 5 are graphs illustrating the transfer 55 provided by the electronic image processing subsystem 14 

functions of the elements within the analog circuitry 30 of automatically adjusts to changes in the dynamic range of the 

FIG. 2 in accordance with one embodiment of the present input image without the use of feedback techniques, 

invention. FIG. 3 illustrates the non-linear transfer function The specific shape of the multiple order transfer function 

42 of the log amplifier 32 of FIG. 2. FIG. 4 illustrates the 46 will depend upon the overall processing effect desired 

linear transfer function 44 of the linear amplifier 34 of FIG. 60 and the types of images that are anticipated in the imaging 

2. FIG. 5 illustrates the composite transfer function 46 of the system 10. For example, an imaging system that will be used 

analog circuitry 30 of FIG. 2 after selecting the greater of the predominantly in low light imaging applications will nor- 

two output signals from the log amplifier 32 and the linear mally use a different transfer function from a system that 

amplifier 34. As illustrated in FIG. 5, the composite transfer will be used predominantly during daylight applications. In 

function 46 (illustrated as a solid line) includes a non-linear 65 a preferred approach, the shape of the transfer function 46 is 

portion 48 that corresponds to a region where the output of determined during the design stage based on the intended 

the log amplifier 32 is greater then the output of the linear application and remains fixed during the life of the system. 
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It should be appreciated that the transfer function of the 
electronic image processing subsystem 14 can be imple- 
mented digitally rather than using analog circuitry as dis- 
cussed above. In such a case, the electrical image signal 22 
would be represented as a series of digital sample values that 5 
each indicate an amplitude of the signal at a corresponding 
sample time. The digital values are modified within the 
electronic image processing subsystem 14 based on a pre- 
determined gain profile stored in the electronic image pro- 
cessing subsystem 14 or elsewhere in the system. The gain JQ 
profile is selected to achieve a transfer function such as the 
one illustrated in FIG. 6. In one embodiment, a simple 
lookup table approach is used where each digital sample 
value input into the electronic image processing subsystem 
14.3s replaced by a value stored in a lookup table nhemory 
location corresponding* to the digital value. 15 

The AGC unit 16 is operative for performing a conven- 
tional automatic gain control function on the enhanced 
electrical image signal 24 that is output by the electrical 
image processing subsystem 14. That is, the AGC unit 16 
amplifies the signal 24 so that a peak amplitude of the 20 
resultant signal assumes a predetermined level. The prede- 
termined level used by the AGC 16 will normally be dictated 
by the capabilities/requirements of the storage/display unit 
18. For example, a cathode ray tube (CRT) display unit will 
normally have a maximum input signal amplitude that 2 s 
should not be exceeded. The AGC 16 will insure that 
maximum use of the dynamic range of the CRT display is 
achieved without over driving the unit. Preferably, the AGC 
16 will be a linear amplification device that applies an equal 
gain to all intensity levels in the enhanced electrical image 30 
signal 24. Methods for achieving such gain control are well 
known in the art. 

FIGS. 7, 8, and 9 are waveform diagrams illustrating the 
conversion of electronic image signals within the electronic 
image processing unit 14 and AGC 16 for various input 35 
dynamic ranges in one embodiment of the present invention. 
FIG. 7 illustrates the conversion of a low dynamic range 
input scene 70, FIG. 8 illustrates the conversion of a medium 
dynamic range input scene 72, and FIG. 9 illustrates the 
conversion of a high dynamic range input scene 74. With 40 
reference to FIG. 7, the low dynamic range (i.e., flat) scene 
70 is processed entirely within region A of the transfer 
function of FIG. 6 to generate output image 80. As shown, 
the conversion of low dynamic range seen 70 is almost 
linear. With reference to FIG. 8, the medium dynamic range 45 
scene 72 is processed within both region A and region B of 
the transfer function to generate output image 82. As shown, 
output image 82 has an equal amplitude to output image 80, 
but includes nonlinear portions 88 generated within region B 
of the transfer function where the mid-level signal are 50 
compressed. With reference to FIG. 9, the high dynamic 
range scene 74 is processed by all regions of the transfer 
function to generate output image 84. Thus, the flat portions 
of the scene 74 are processed by region A of the transfer 
function in an approximately linear manner, the medium 55 
level signal components within scene 74 are processed 
within region B of the transfer function in a non-linear 
fashion, and the high-level components within scene 74 are 
processed within region C of the transfer function in a linear 
fashion. Thus, the low-level and high-level portions of the 60 
input image 74 are enhanced while the mid-level portions 
are compressed. As illustrated, the peak amplitude of each of 
the output signals 80, 82, 84 is always equal to the prede- 
termined peak output level of the AGC unit 16, regardless of 
the dynamic range of the input signal. 55 

Although the present invention has been described in 
conjunction with its preferred embodiments, it is to be 
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understood that modifications and variations may be 
resorted to without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention as those skilled in the art readily understand. For 
example, the inventive principles are not limited to use with 
light images and can also be used with other types of images, 
such as thermal images. Such modifications and variations 
are considered to be within the purview and scope of the 
invention and the appended claims. 
What is claimed is: 

1. An image capture system comprising: 

an image sensor for sensing an external image and for 
generating an electrical signal representative thereof; 

an image processor for processing said electrical signal to 
enhance a quality of said electrical signal, said image 
processor modifying low level signal components 
within said electrical signal by gains within a first gain 
range medium level signal components within said 
electrical signal by gains within a second gain range, 
and high level signal components within said electrical 
signal by gains within a third gain range to generate an 
enhanced electrical signal; and 

an automatic gain control (AGC) unit having a predeter- 
mined peak output level and being coupled to an output 
of said image processor for modifying said enhanced 
electrical signal, said AGC unit output ting an electrical 
image signal with at least one peak amplitude that is 
substantially equal to said AGC unit predetermined 
peak output level when said electrical signal has low 
level signal components and not medium level and high 
level signal components, when said electrical signal has 
low level and medium level signal components and not 
high level signal components, and when said electrical 
signal has low level, medium level and high level signal 
components; 

wherein said electrical signal output by said image sensor 
is provided independently of one or more of feed 
forward and feedback control relative to each of said 
image processor and said AGC, said enhanced electri- 
cal signal output by said image processor is provided 
independently of one or more of feed forward and 
feedback control relative to said image sensor and said 
AGC, and said electrical image signal output by said 
AGC is provided independently of one or more of feed 
forward and feedback control relative to said image 
sensor and said image processor, and said image pro- 
cessor functions independently of one or more of 
feedback and feed forward control in providing said 
enhanced electrical signal. 

2. The image sensor claimed in claim 1, wherein: 

said electrical signal generated by said image sensor 
includes a peak signal amplitude that is indicative of a 
dynamic range of said external image. 

3. The image capture system claimed in claim 1, wherein: 
said image processor modifies said low level signal com- 
ponents and said medium level signal components 
using a non-linear transfer function and said high level 
signal components using a linear transfer function. 

4. The image capture system claimed in claim 1, wherein: 
said image processor includes a non-linear amplifier unit 

for amplifying said electrical signal according to a 
non -linear transfer function, said non-linear amplifier 
unit generating a first output signal. 

5. The image capture system claimed in claim 4, wherein: 
said image processor includes a linear amplifier unit for 

amplifying said electrical signal according to a linear 
transfer function, said linear amplifier unit generating a 
second output signal. 



07/06/2004, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



US 6,567 ; 

9 

6. The image capture system claimed in claim 1, wherein: 
said AGC unit has a linear response characteristic. 

7. The image capture system claimed in claim 1, further 
comprising: 

a storage/display unit in communication with said auto* 5 
matic gain control and in which said electrical image 
signal is directly sent to said storage/display unit from 
said automatic gain control. 

8. The image capture system claimed in claim 1, wherein: 

at least a majority of said first gain range is non-linear 10 
having a first slope, at least a majority of said second 
gain range is non-linear having a second slope, and at 
least a majority of said third gain range is linear having 
a third slope, said first slope being greater than said 
third slope and said second slope being positive. 

9. An image capture system comprising: 

an image sensor for sensing an external image and for 
generating an electrical signal representative thereof; 
and 20 

an image processor for processing said electrical signal to 
enhance a quality of said electrical signal, said image 
processor modifying low level signal components 
within said electrical signal by gains within a first gain 
range, medium level signal components within said ^ 
electrical signal by gains within a second gain range, 
and high level signal components within said electrical 
signal by gains within a third gain range to generate an 
enhanced electrical signal, said image processor includ- 
ing a non-linear amplifier unit for amplifying said 30 
electrical signal according to a non-linear transfer 
function, said non-linear amplifier unit generating a 
first output signal, said image processor including a 
linear amplifier unit for amplifying said electrical sig- 
nal according to a linear transfer function, said linear 35 
amplifier unit generating a second output signal, said 
image processor including a selection unit coupled to 
said non-linear amplifier unit and said linear amplifier 
unit for selecting a greater of said first output signal and 
said second output signal; 40 

wherein said second gain range is lower than said first and 
third gain ranges so that medium level signal compo- 
nents within said enhanced electrical signal are com- 
pressed with respect to low level and high level signal 
components within said enhanced electrical signal. 45 

10. A system for use in processing image signals com- 
prising: 

a sensor unit for sensing a light image received from an 
exterior environment and for generating an electrical 
signal representative thereof, said electrical signal hav- 50 
ing a peak amplitude that is indicative of a dynamic 
range of the light image; 

a processor unit for processing said electrical signal to 
generate an enhanced electrical signal, said processor 
unit having a transfer function describing an output 55 
signal level of said processor unit as a function of an 
input signal level of said processor unit, said transfer 
function having a first portion corresponding to input 
signal components within a first level range and a 
second portion corresponding to input signal compo- 60 
nents within a second level range, said first portion 
having a non-linear response characteristic and said 
second portion having a linear response characteristic 
said processor unit including a non-linear amplifier for 
amplifying said electrical signal according to the non- 65 
linear response characteristic to generate a first signal, 
a linear amplifier for amplifying said electrical signal 
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according to a linear response characteristic to generate 
a second signal, and a selection device for selecting a 
larger of said first signal and said second signal to 
generate an output signal thereof; and 
an automatic gain control (AGC) unit for modifying said 
enhanced electrical signal to generate an image signal 
having a predetermined maximum amplitude value. 

11. The system claimed in claim 10, wherein: 

said first portion of said transfer function processes low 
level input signal components and said second portion 
of said transfer function processes high level input 
signal components. 

12. The system claimed in claim 10, wherein: 

said processor unit amplifies low amplitude portions of 
said electrical signal by gains within a first range, 
medium amplitude portions of said electrical signal by 
gains within a second range, and high amplitude por- 
tions of said electrical signal by gains within a third 
range, wherein said first and third range are greater than 
said second range. 

13. The system claimed in claim 9, wherein: 

said AGC unit has a substantially linear response charac- 
teristic. 

14. An electronic image processing unit for use in an 
imaging system, comprising: 

an input for receiving an electrical image signal repre- 
sentative of an external scene; 

a first amplifier coupled to said input for amplifying said 
electrical image signal according to a first response 
characteristic, said first amplifier generating a first 
output signal; 

a second amplifier coupled to said input for amplifying 
said electrical image signal according to a second 
response characteristic that is different from said first 
response characteristic, said second amplifier generat- 
ing a second output signal; and 

a selection unit coupled to said first and second amplifiers 
for continuously selecting a greater of said first output 
signal and said second output signal to generate a 
composite signal that is output by said electronic image 
processing unit. 

15. The electronic image processing unit claimed in claim 

14, wherein: 

said first amplifier has a non-linear response characteristic 
so that said amplitude of said first output signal is 
non-linearly related to an amplitude of said electrical 
image signal. 

16. The electronic image processing unit claimed in claim 

15, wherein: 

said first amplifier includes a log amplifier. 

17. The electronic image processing unit claimed in claim 
14, wherein: 

said second amplifier has a linear response characteristic 
so that said amplitude of said second output signal is 
linearly related to an amplitude of said electrical image 
signal. 

18. The electronic image processing unit claimed in claim 
14, wherein: 

said selection unit includes a difference amplifier. 

19. The electronic image processing unit claimed in claim 
14, wherein: 

said amplitude of said first output signal is greater than 
said amplitude of said second output signal when said 
amplitude of said electrical image signal is below a 
predetermined threshold. 
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20. The electronic image processing unit claimed in claim 
14, wherein: 

said amplitude of said first output signal is less than said 
amplitude of said second output signal when said 
amplitude of said electrical image signal is above a 5 
predetermined threshold. 

21. An image capture system comprising: 

an image sensor for sensing an external image and for 
generating an electrical signal representative thereof; 
and 10 

an image processor for processing said electrical signal to 
enhance a quality in said electrical signal to provide an 
enhanced electrical signal, said image processor having 
a transfer function describing an output signal level of J5 
said image processor as a function of an input signal 
level of said image processor, said transfer function 
having a first region associated with input signal com- 
ponents within a first level range, a second region 
associated with input signal components within a sec- 2Q 
ond level range and a third region associated with input 
signal components within a third level range, wherein 
at least a majority of said first region is non-linear 
having a first slope, at least a majority of said second 
region is non-linear having a second slope, and at least 25 
a majority of said third region is linear having a third 
slope, said first slope being greater than said third slope 
and said second slope being positive, said first level 
range relates to a first gain range, said second level 
range relates to a second gain range and said third level 3Q 
relates to a third gain range and in which said second 
gain range is lower than said first and third gain ranges 
so that second level range signal components within 
said enhanced electrical signal are compressed with 
respect to first level range and third level range signal 35 
components within said enhanced electrical signal. 

22. An image capture system comprising: 

an image sensor for sensing an external image and for 
generating an electrical signal representative thereof; 

an image processor for processing said electrical signal to 40 
enhance a quality in said electrical signal to provide an 
enhanced electrical signal, said image processor having 
a transfer function describing an output signal level of 
said image processor as a function of an input signal 
level of said image processor, said transfer function 45 
having a first region associated with input signal com- 
ponents within a first level range, a second region 
associated with input signal components within a sec- 
ond level range and a third region associated with input 
signal components within a third level range, wherein 50 
at least a majority of said first region is non-linear 
having a first slope, at least a majority of said second 
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region is non-linear having a second slope, and at least 
a majority of said third region is linear having a third 
slope, said first slope being greater than said third slope 
and said second slope being positive; and 

an automatic gain control (AGC) unit for modifying said 
enhanced electrical signal to generate an image signal 
having a predetermined maximum amplitude value; 

wherein said electrical signal generated by said image 
sensor is provided independently of one or more of feed 
forward and feedback control relative to each of said 
image processor and said AGC, said enhanced electri- 
cal signal from said image processor is provided inde- 
pendently of one or more of feed forward and feedback 
control relative to said image sensor and said AGC, and 
said electrical image signal generated by said AGC is 
provided independently of one or more of feed forward 
and feedback control relative to said image sensor and 
said image processor, and said image processor func- 
tions independently of one or more feedback and feed 
forward control in providing said enhanced electrical 
signal. 

23. An image capture system comprising: 

an image sensor for sensing an external image and for 

generating an electrical signal representative thereof; 

and 

an image processor for processing said electrical signal to 
enhance a quality in said electrical signal to provide an 
enhanced electrical signal, said image processor having 
a transfer function describing an output signal level of 
said image processor as a function of an input signal 
level of said image processor, said transfer function 
having a first region associated with input signal com- 
ponents within a first level range, a second region 
associated with input signal components within a sec- 
ond level range and a third region associated with input 
signal components within a third level range, wherein 
at least a majority of said first region is non-linear 
having a first slope, at least a majority of said second 
region is non-linear having a second slope, and at least 
a majority of said third region is linear having a third 
slope, said first slope being greater than said third slope 
and said second slope being positive, said image pro- 
cessor including a non-linear amplifier for amplifying 
said electrical signal according to a non-linear response 
characteristic to generate a first signal, a linear ampli- 
fier for amplifying said electrical signal according to a 
linear response characteristic to generate a second 
signal, and a selection device for selecting a larger of 
said first signal and said second signal. 

***** 
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